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AESTRACT 

The need for a comprehensive plan-^-^an overall pattern 
of development — for rural counties is discussed in this paper* The 
planning is done by a representative body with the authority to make 
detailed studies, to draft and recommend long-range comprehensive 
plans and specific plans, and to suggest measures to implement the 
plans* The 3 steps for preparing a comprehensive plan are (1) 
deciding on overall goals; (2) gathering facts about what the county 
has now, its resources, potentials, and problems; and <3) making a 
comprehensive plan that shows how the county can use what it has to 
achieve its goals* To put the plan into effect requires adoption of 
the plan by. the county governing body, an action program directed by 
the county government, cooperation of private developers, and public 
support, several suggestions are made in the paper to assist the 
individual who is interested in starting a comprehensive plan in his 
own county. (PS) 
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COMPREHENSIVE PLANS 

FOR IMPROVING RURAL COUNTIES 



By 

Erling D, Solberg 
Natural Resource Economics Diviiion 
Fcohomic Reseorch Service 




For many rural counties, now is the time to prepare a compre- 
hensive plan— an overall pattern of development, 

A comprehensive plan shows how a county can best use what 
it has, to become the kind of place it wants to be. It specifles how 
present and future improvements and uses of land and other 
natural resources should be related. It is a guide to both public 
and private development activities. 



WHY A COMPRIHENSiVi PLAN? 



Coniprchonsive plannijig is thn basic first 
part of the plannitig-^.oning process. This proc- 
ess, Icng used by cities, is the main public way 
citizens can guide the growth of their cominu- 
nity. 

For any rum] county, comprehensive plan- 
ning is an investment in the future. Along with 
zoning' it is insurance against problems created 
by unplainied growth. 

For a rural county that has a growing city, 
coinprehenstvQ planning is needed immediutely. 
If begun in time tho planning-xoning process 
can guide and control suburban growth, pre- 
venting wasteful, ugly hapha^Hrd urban sprawh 

Unguideri urban invasion of a rural county 
wastes tax dollars, farmland, and water. It fos- 
tgrs lund-usc? conflicts — such as those that of- 
ten arise when residences and business estab- 
lishmentB are located next to oacli other. Often 
it impairs farming. This in turn iinpairs local 



induHtrins and businesses that serve farmers. 

For an economically dw-prcssed rural county 
comprehensive planning may be the first step 
toward better times. 

It may show, for example, how the county 
can help itself by capitalizing on its industrial 
potentiah Or it may suggest how income-pro- 
ducing recreation, tourism, agricultures or 
service-type enterprises can be developed. 

In addition, the county that has a plan for 
its futuro development is looked on more fa- 
vorably by industry and business seeking new 
locations. And often it can participate more 
effectively in State and Federal ddvclopnient or 
community-aid programs. 

Planning for a county, like planning for an 
individual pr a family^ is nothing more than 
the wise use of foresight* Experienced plan- 
ners foresee future pioblemSi needSj aiid objec- 
tives, and chart their courses years in advance. 



WHO DOES THE PLANNING? 



A pliinning budy— UBually called a boiirri— ^ 
prepares Ihe comprehonsive phin. 

The crcatir)!! of a phinning board that can 
function omclally starts with State legislatioih 
Such a bQard cannot be created unless the 
State legislature grants to the county govern- 
ment or to a regional planning agency the au- 
thority to undertake a planning program and 
to spend public funds for planning purposes. 

Next step is the establishment of the plan- 
niiig board in the way set fortli by the law. 

The pJaiming board should be able to get the 
views of a cross section of the population, Jf 
the members of the board do not themselves 
represent all major population segments— sucli 
as businessmen, farmers, housewives, and so 



on— the board should appoint and work closely 
with an advisory committee that is ropre- 
sentative The plan will work best if it is made 
and unfierstood by the people who will be liv- 
ing with it, 

Bcrause community planning requires spe- 
cialized technical skill and e^cporioncc, tlie 
board usually employs a professional planning 
consultant or staff to help with the task* 

The planning board has no powers except 
those delegated to it by the State legislature 
and the local governing bodies concerned. The 
board should be delegated the authority to 
make detailed studies, to draft and recommend 
long-range comprehensive plans and speciric 
plans, and to suggest measures to implement 
the plans. 



HOW A COMPRiHENSIVE PLAN IS PREPARED 



Comprehensive planning is a three-step job. 
The steps are : 

1. Deciding on overall goals. 

2. Gathering facts about what the county 
has now— its resou.vces, potentials, and prob- 
lems. 

3. Making a comprehensive plan that 
shows how the county can use what it has to 
achieve its goals. 

.This plan usually has throe closely related 
partSj each of which is made up of numerous 
specific plans and proposals. Part 1 deals with 
social, economic, and civic improvements, part 
2 with land use, and part 3 with use of natural 
resources. 

Step 1. Daeiding on Goals 

The planning board's first big job is to de- 
cide on a set of clear-cut objectives of the 
comprehensive plan. What is it to accomplish 
and why? 

In general, these objectives will be to pre- 
serve what is best an the county, to develop 
what is good, and to^ oppose what is undesira- 
ble. 

Specifically, they may include some or all of 
the following goals. 



• Increasing industrial production and env 
ploymeut. 

• Reserving the best agricultural areas for 
farming, ^ 

• Maintaining the agricultural base and re« 
lated processing and servicing activities. 

• Protecting historical and scenic \'alues 
and natui^il beauty. 

• Conserving and developing natural re- 
sources. 

• Guiding marginal farmland and waste- 
land into economic forest and recrea- 
tional uses. 

• Saving stream valleys, wooded areas, and 
steep slopes for parks and open spaces. 

• Developing attractive residentia] areas. 

• Raising educational iGvels, Providing 
adequate, safely located schools. 

• Improving transportation, 

• Providing convenient shopping ai-eas. 

• Prevonting scattered, sprawling, hapha^» 
nrd suburban development and its ugly, 
costly, wasteful aftermath. 

• Getting the most out of each tax dollar 
by avoiding duplication of facilities— 
such as roads, water mains, and sSwer 



Jines— anrl puUiiig govcrnmenl on a 
souncl financiiil baHis. 

Step Gathering Facts 

Facts are Uie stufT of plnnning. Comprehen- 
sive plaiininir for a county rcciuirus many. 

The phuining board decides what facts it 
needs, then cnllccts them. Somo may bo avnila- 
ble from local civic organixatiunH or from State 
or Fodcral Government agencies. To obtain 
others it may be necessary to make special 
studies or surveys. 

The kinds of facts and other help that Gov- 
ernment agencie.s can supply are outlined in 
the three publicatiDns listed on page 10. 

Listed below are the kinds of facts that have 
been used by communities in preparing 
comprehensive plans. The list is a sampling 
only. Becaune cojnmunities difl'arj the fact^s that 
are pertinent to planning vary. Any one plan- 
ning board will not require all the items listed 
and may need others not listed. 

Oeneral Facts 

Accurate base map of county and of any sur- 
rounding territory considered In iihiniiin^. 

Aerial pliotograph of the county* 

Contour map of the county* 

Goologlc map showing (1) mineral re- 
.sources, including sand, gravel, valuable clays, 
and rock; (2) rock outcroppings and landslide 
potentials; and (3) areas subject to flooding* 

Cliniatic data: 'J'emperature range, prevail- 
ing winds, humidity, rainfall, and storms, 

Phystcal and Social Facfs 
ExUling improvements 

. Maps and reports of location, condition, and 
adequacy of the follovving public and semipub- 
lic improvomenls ! 

* Tmnsportathn faciUtiesi Waterways, 
mih^oads, highways, roads, streets, truck and 
bus lines, airports and connnGrcial airlines* 

• Piiblic scrvim facilities: Hydroelectric 
and steam plants, power rineSj gas plants and 



mains, sewage treatment plants, sanitary and 
storm sewers, teluphonG properties. 

• Govdrnmnnt building}^ ajul . faciUfies: 
Town halls, courlhouse. other locul, State, or 
Federal Government buildings and institutions. 

f^fesenf econemU base 

Map showing location of Industrial and busi- 
ness areas. 

Studies of economic base of present indus- 
tries. 

Reports on trade and market areas in tho 
county and in adjoining areas. 

Data on employment, wage rates, and in- 
come* 

Reports on economic contribution of farming 
and ranciiing and related processing ijidus- 
trieSj supply and service firms, and employ- 
mont. 

Reports on economic contribution of for- 
mtvyt forest industries, and related jobs, 

People and facMltlgi for their ui© 

Reports of population, growth, projections, 
characteristics, and distribution* 

Data on educational levels and technical and 
trade skills. 

Reports on location, capacity, and age of 
public and private schools. 

Reports on school enrollment— present and 
piTjjccted. 

Map showing school bus routes. 

Map showing 1-family, S-family, and nmlti= 
family housing areas, 

Repni'ts on condition of housings housing 
supply, and rate of housing construction. 

Map showing lucation of parks, playgruunds, 
and other recreational facilities. RGports of 
condition and adequacy of tliGso facilities. 

Location, capacity, and other information 
about public housing and welfare facilities* 

Government and finance 

Studies of local taxation and cost of public 
services, by type of land-use district. 

Bonded indebtedness and important public 
Improvonients under construction. 

Copies of existing plans for ])hysical devel- 
opment in the area by public agencies—local, 
regional, State, and Federal, 




Cupiu^ of any jrenorul cotnily \ih\m, Kiibdivi' 
Hion aiicl Kanitary cckIcs, and mmlu^ ordinance 
11 nd mnluQ maps. ' 

Preseni Land Uses 

In iilunning for fulure use of land, it is 
iiccuHHary to divide iha cuniniunity into Am- 
IricU for difrcrent kinds of land imen. For this, 
plannerR will neud dutailod information of tho 
kind liHtod below about present land uses. They 
will also use some of the facts on natural re- 
sources listed in the next section. 

Map showing areas now used for industiy, 
residences^ farming, lorestryp and recreation, 

Map showing publicly owned land— local. 
State, and Fed e rah 

Map showing' private land ownership. 

Map showing farm and nonfarm residences. 

Natural Resources Data 

Soil fDsourcs data 

Generalized and detailed soil maj3s; land-use 
capability maps> showing how soils are rated 
for agriciUtural uses. 

Soil survey interpretation niaijs—showing 
suitability of land areas for business and in- 
dustrial sites, schools^ and institutiunal sites, 
roads, homesites, and disposal of sewage. 

Map showing location of danisiteSj ponds, 
flood plains, athletic fields, and recreation 
areas of all kinds. 

Sources of sand, grnvel, industrial clays, and 
materials for fill or topsoih 

Urban-suburban cDniDrvation problems 

Extent of sheet and gully eimioii on noglecU 
ed undevolopod tracts and roadsido cuts and 
ditches. 

Amount of aggravated soil erosion during 
construction stages of subdivision development 
and street and road building. 

Extent of sedimontalion of drainage chan- 
nels arid destruction of fish and wildlife as a 
result of pollution of streams and lakes by 
eroded soils or by other pollutants, 

Evaludtlon of agricultural resources 

Map showing productivG and subniarginal 
farming ai^cas. Data on farmland, land im- 
provement, and agricultural production. 



Othrr data on such subjects as agricultural 
problems in suburbia; water resources; recrea- 
tion resciurcos; forestry, fish, and wildlife re- 
sources; mined area rostoration. 

Step 3, Making the Plan 

Using the nssomblcd information, the plan- 
ning board outlines specific plans for achieving 
the goals docided on. These plans make up the 
eompreheiisive plan. Below is a sampling of 
typical plans that may be included in compre- 
hensive plans for rural counties. 

In planningt the board makes sure that each 
plan proposed is financially possible and in 
harmony with all related plans. 

Normally the comprehensive plan is put to- 
gether for presentation to the county govern- 
ing body 111 a report that includes a series of 
maps and proposals. One map usually shows all 
the proposals in their relation to one another. 

To be suc-cessfub a comprehensive plan mu.st 
be understood and supported by the people of 
the county. The board will do well to report to 
the people of the r^ounty from time to time as 
the compi'ehensive plan takes shaiia, and to in- 
vite good planning ideas from them at public 
hearings. One way the hoard can get public 
participation in planning is to work with local 
advisory conimittees throughout the county. 

fconoiniej Civic, and Social Improvement Plani 

The nature nf these improvements and the 
location of some of them can strongly influence 
the direction and pattern of the county-s 
growth. 

Transportation and public services 

• Maps showing location of proposed high- 
ways and roads— Federiil, State, and local. 

• Plans for navigation and harbor im- 
provement, 

• Plans for reducing number of rail-grade 
crossings and for providing adequate protec- 
tion at remaining crossings, 

• Plans for provision of off-street parking 
space. 

• Maps showiiig location of proposed sew- 
age treatmont plants, sewer mains, and uther 
sewer facilities. 

» Maps sliowiiig location of proposed storm 
sewers and channels. 



• Maps showing location of KUch pvoposed 
pulilic survicc) facilities as water, powei^ gas, 
and telephone lines. 

• Plans for providing- adtlitional fire and 
police facilities and other protective sGrvicos as 
needed. 

• PlanH for fostering business, industrin], 
and agricultural development, as needed to ob- 
tain a balanced econoniic base. 

• Plans for expanding the tourist trade. 

• Reports on market treiids and changes in 
shopping habits, 

® Proposals for use of vnidevelopcd re- 
sources of all kinds available iri the area. 

EdycaHonal, culturali and houiing facilities 

• Maps and reports on proposed schools™ 
including vocational and trade schools. 

• Programs for raising educational levels 
and for Increasing technical skills, 

• Proposals for future public housing and 
health and welfare facilities. Maps of proposed 
] -family, 2-faniilyj and multifamily housing, 

• Maps aiid reports of proposed parks, 
playgrounds^ and other recreationiu .md CLiItur- 
al facilities. 

Government and finance 

• Reports of studies of tvends in the com- 
munJty and area* 

• Long-range program of public improve- 
ments and related financial prograni. 

• Heports of studies of tax measures de- 
signed to encourage allocation of land and 
other resources for their mont suitable uses. 

• Proposal for changes in local government. 
organiEation for economy and efHciency. 

Land-Uio Plans 

Plans for use of land outline what thought- 
ful men have suggested as the most appropri- 
ate use of the various land areas in the commu- 
nity. These plans are advisory only. They do 
not zone the land; but they can be used as a 
basis for zoning. 

• Map showing desirable future land-use 
pattern, indicating areas suitable for industry, 
business, homes, farming, forests, recreation, 
and. other usos, 



• Plans for resei'ving land needed in the 
future for new industry, shupping centers, 
schools, parks, and other public facilities. 

• .. Plans for acnniring develoinnont rights 
or scenic oaHonients in strategic areas for open 
space, Those plans include reserving for this 
use the steepest slopes, natural drainage areas, 
floodways, and other unusual land forms. 

• Map indicating location of proijosed 
zones for various uscs^ — agricultural, rosidon- 
tial^ commercial, industrial, forestry, recrea* 
tional, food plain, and other. 

Nafural-ResQurce-Use Flans and Proposals 

Counti'ywide and regional plans for wim use 
of natural resoui'ces tak« iiito account both ur- 
ban and rural interests. They include measures 
foi^ preventing soil erosion when roads and 
subdivisions are built, for fostering and pro- 
tecting agriculture, and for getting the great- 
-cst possible benefits from water, forests, and 
other materials sup]3liod by nature. 

Soil and wator eonservatfen in urban and subur- 
ban arsos 

• Plans = for reducing soil ^ erosion and 
stream scdimeiitation during construction of 
roads, houses, and subdivisions. 

• Proposed zoning rngulutions to prohibit 
obstruction of natural oi' other drainage chan- 
nels Aiid filling or changing coiitours of flood 
plains in such a way as to restrict flood flows. 

Agricultural resource eonservatien 

• Initiation of shifts to more profitable 
agriculture. 

» Development of ground water resources 
for supplementnl Irrigation, especially in urban 
fringe areas. 

• Initiation of soil and water conservation 
improvements. 'J'hcse may include measures to 
prevent erosion and to rehabilitate eroded land, 
to i)rovide adeciuate water supjily, drainage, 
and flood control, and to imp rove irrigation 
practices. 

• Restoration or development of tidal areas 
for agriculture. 

• Plans for protecting and reserving the 
most productive land foiMigriculture. 

• Plans for convei-ting sulmiarglmil farm- 
lands to more suitable forestry and recrea- 
tional uses. 



• Plans for prevuntion of innvisc mixture 
of farm aiul ncinfarm land uruh. 

• Initinllon of a rural dovdopment pro- 
gram to help comb i 110 liriccoiiomic-si/^c farm« 
into oconomic-si^^e furniH, 

• Initiation of Inng-range and Gmorgcncy 
measin'Gs to prevent wind erosion and dust- 
stoi-ms. The long-range muasures may inchulQ 
converting^ potunlial blowlands now in'cu Eiva- 
tion to g^j'asslands. 

Dovelopment of wafer reseurges 

• Reservation of desiriible danisiteti and 
reservoir areas. 

• Hesorvation and protection of wntei^sheds 
that ai'O sources of municipal aiid irrigation 
waters* 

• Initiation of small watershed projects 
under Public Law 666 and related prognmis to 
develop water rosoui'ces for rucreatlonal use. 

• DevGlopment of ground water resources 
for urban find agricultural use. 

• ^ l^lans for minimizing chance of flood 
damage by reserving' flood plains for agricul- 
tures reel cation, and other land uses not liable 
to gi-eat damage from floods. 

• Plans for developing water retention, 
storage and nood control facilities. 

Recreation raioyrce ploni 

• Maps showing proposed parks and play- 
grounds. 

^ Creation of public parks in areas with 
uniquG public values — such as sand dunes, 
beaclies, forested areas. 

• Croation of park sites from sanitary land 
fills. 

• Reservation of historic areas and build- 
ings for their cultural, educational^ and recrea- 
tional values. 



FULPiLLING 

To make the plan a reality it takes— 

• Adoption of the plan by the county gov- 

erning body—as a guide to the 
county*s future development. Before 
adopting the plan this body holds pub- 
lic hearings on it, 

* An action program directed by the 

county government. 



• Reservation of tracts of primitive areas 
for i*ecrcatior\al uses. 

• Reservation of suitable areas foi* small 
craft harbors and provision of convenient ac- 
cess to public waters. 

• Plans foi' recreating drained lakes and 
raising the levels of uther.^, 

• Doveloi)ment of recrGational facilities for 
swimming, picnicking, fishing, ice skating, ski- 
ing, baseball, and so on. 

Forest reiource plans 

• Eniargeniont, development, and protec- 
tion of public and private forests— to assure a 
sound economic base for present and proiiosed 
woodworking industries mu\ for related supply 
and service employment. 

• Use of forested areas for suitable recrea- 
tional uses. 

• Plans for an equitable system of taxation 
of forest land and forest growtiu 

Fiih and wildlife rDsource ploni 

^ Maps of proposed developments of 
marshes, swamps, aiid waters for fishing and 
wildlife uses. 

• Plans for developing wildlife sanctuaries 
and game ]3rescrves. 

• Plans for encoui-aging croatioii of private 
shooting preserves or hunting clubs, game and 
fur farms, and fish farms and hatcheries, 

Mjnei-area resource plans 

• Plans for restoring of suitable strip- 
mined lands for farms, gracing, or forestry. 

® Plans for reclaiming strip-mined lands, 
and abandoned quarries for recreation uses. 

THi PLAN 

• Cooperation of private developers. 

• Public support. 

Action Program 

It's up to the county governniont—actiiig for 
all the people In the county— to take the lead 
in putting the comprehensive plan into cfTect 



Such a program may well iiicluclo: 

• Scheduling- of public inipr()vemGnts for 
Hevoral yours ulioacl, taking into ac- 
coiint the county's financia! resources, 
Usually ilio schedule is divided into peri- 
ods of 5 or 0 yuars and m ravicwod 
each year, Ilighust priorities are given 
to iniprovomonts most important to the 
wclfai^e of the whole coiuity* 
Such an improvenient program makes it 
po^isiblu to stabilize future revenuo 
needB and taxes, thus setting a flnan- 
eial basis for future development. 
Among public improvenienta scheduled 
are roads, schools, •public buildings, 
parkj^, sewerSi libraries, parking space. 
® Conducting an active educatioiial pro- 
gram to explain the objectives of the 
plan to all people in the county, in 
Order to win their support 
The ordinances and codes thnt are needed 
to make the plan work will limit the 
way individuals cm use their land. 
They noed to undorstand the need for 
these limitations and the long-term 
benerits to bo gained from them. 
Citizen members of the planning board 
should help conduct this program 
through local meetings, newspapers, 
radio, tolevi.sion. 

• Piisaing a good zoning ordinance. Zoning 

—a public i-egulatory power— is the 
chief, tool used to make the comprehen- 
Hive plan a reality, It is used to efTect 
orderly, development. 
The planning board draws up the zoning, 
document, which is adopted, after pub- 
lic hearing, by the county governing 
body as an ordinance. Tht^ ordinance 
outlines zones for various uses, the 
permitted uses of these zones, and the 
regulations for each zone. 

• Passing a sound subdivision ordinance, 

regulating the dividing of raw land and 
preparing it for construction. 
Often a subdivision oi'dinance requires 
^ subdividers to construct streets, curbs, 
and sidewalks and to install sewers, 
water mains, and other utilities and 
services so present taxpayers will not 
be unduly burdened. 

• Passing a good building code. 




Three methods of subdivlslQn plannlng-^conventional 
methods below, newer clusfar zoning of fop. All plans 
provide fhc same number of lots. Conyontioncil plohi 
have l-acro lofi. Cluster lots ore reducod to three- 
fourths acre, laQVing about 24 acres as open space 
for the common use of all residents, 

• Passing a sanitary (or plumbing) code. 

Cooperation of Private Davelopers 

Most of the consti-ucLion in a county is done 
by private individuals or concerns who develop 
property for resldentialj businesSj and jndus- 
trial uses. The success of a comprehensive plan 
depends a great deal on how well these devel- 
opers orient their projects to the overall plan. 

Progressive developei^s will closely coordi- 
nate their projects with the schedule of public 
improvements* 

Public Support 

Public support Is the sum of many actions by 
individuals and groups. It includes: 



• Kcopiiiff informcH abaut llio planning 
btmrfr^ progroRS. Stuclying boiud raiH)rts and 
.rectmimeiuhilions. i^iHwing this information on 
to olhar.s. 

• DiacusHinff and OKplaining ubjwctives of 
planning at public moutingKj Ofton planning 
board niembo)\s are guest speakers, 

• Encoiiraging planning boiird membcjrB 
and hnlj)iiig or cooperating if called nn, 

• Voting inlelligontly on mcaKUrcs pro- 
po^0d to impleniont the comprehensive plan. 

What You Can D© 

If you want a compi'ehensive plan for your 
comity, hero arc some things you can do. 

Find out if your county has a planning 
board or is within a regional planning area. 
If so* a comprehensive plan may be in the 
makhig. You can help nuilce it a reality by 
attending public hearings on the jjlan and ofrer- 



ing suggestions and by mipporting the plan 
tinco it is adui)tod» 

If your county has no ])Ianning board, you 
and your neighbors may want to get ono start- 
ed, Or you may want to activato a planning 
board that is not functioning. In either case, 
your first ^tcp is to become well informed about 
planning. 

Visit planning oflices in nearby communities 
and learn about their planning programs. 

Obtain and study planning pamphlets and 
publications. Such educational materials can be 
obtained from your county agent, local plan- 
ning and Jioning agencies, State colleges and 
universities, agricultural experiment stations, 
and some departments of coninierce* 

Two national organisations in the planning 
field are: American Society of Planning 
Omcials, 1313 East 60 St., Chicago, 111. 60037. 
Anierlcan Institute of Plaimers, 917 Fifteenth 
St, NAY., Washington, D.C. 20005, 




Planning board collects and itudies fhe facts befo e if plans. Here board studies soil 
interpretalion rnapi that ihov/ the suitabiilfy of land oreai for various uiei. 
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